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On Feb. 18, Bolivian government officials told reporters of concern about the effects of continued
failure by Argentina to make timely payments for natural gas purchases on national economic
recovery programs. Officials said Bolivia depends on proceeds from the gas sales to provide
matching funds for development projects co-sponsored by multilateral lending institutions. La Paz's
economic recovery program, approved in July 1987, envisages the receipt of hundreds of millions
of dollars from multilateral agencies based on arrangements in which Bolivia contributes at least
20% of the total. According to a purchasing agreement finalized with the Argentine government
in September last year, Buenos Aires was scheduled to pay Bolivia $130 million for natural gas
shipments by December 31, 1987. Since then, Bolivian President Victor Paz Estenssoro has entered
into direct contact with Argentine counterpart Raul Alfonsin. On Feb. 17, Bolivian Foreign Minister
Guillermo Bedregal and other officials traveled to Buenos Aires to discuss the issue with Argentine
officials. According to news accounts from Buenos Aires, Alfonsin has requested "understanding"
on the part of the Bolivian government regarding Argentina's difficult financial situation. The
Argentine leader has also promised that its natural gas account with Bolivia will be normalized
when Buenos Aires receives a $500 million bridge credit that has already been organized via
the International Monetary Fund. Meanwhile, Bolivia's economic recovery program has been
paralyzed, obligating the government to seek alternate funding sources, such as promoting swaps
of foreign debt for domestic investment and raising prices for public services and petroleum
products. In recent weeks, Bolivian labor unions and civic organizations have organized numerous
strikes and street demonstrations to demand government action. The Bolivian Workers Central
(COB), a confederation of all labor unions in the country, has demanded generalized wage hikes,
and emergency measures to deal with rising unemployment. According to official figures, open
unemployment is now at 22%. Civic organizations throughout the country have delivered demands
that the national government provide financial resources for the recovery of ailing regional
economies. Political pressures were exacerbated when the government raised fuel prices in an effort
to increase public revenues. Eighty percent of the national government's budget derives from oil
and petroleum by-product sales in domestic and foreign markets. Next, transportation costs were
increased by 60%, precipitating threats of strikes by labor unions. Further, retailers have threatened
to raise product prices in like proportion. (Basic data from AP, 02/18/88)
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